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" I would say I feel pretty good about myself, and my 
confidence has risen in the last year. The longer it goes the 
better I feel ." 
T his may be one of the toughest times of your 
life . Nonetheless, you, like many other single par· 
ents , can feel good about yourself. Begin with 
some realistic appraisals of yourself - what are 
your strengths and weaknesses? Then make day· 
to·day efforts at developing your sense of compe-
tence, control, and feelings of worthiness . This 
issue gives you a few ideas about how you can 
begin to build a good sense of yourself as a 
person, and as a parent. 
What Makes People Feel 
Good About Themselves~ 
There are many factors that make people feel 
the way they do about themselves. Social scien· 
tists have found four important factors that con-
tribute to our perception of ourselves. 
Competence. How do you feel about what 
you do, your skills, your talents? Feeling capable 
of handling matters contributes to how you feel. 
This competence includes your ability to handle 
physical tasks such as having the energy and 
vitality to keep up with household chores, having 
the endurance to deal with children, walking 
around the block without losing your breath, and 
many other things . Competence involves your 
ability to manage interpersonal relationships with 
children, family members , friends, workmates, 
and others . And competence also includes per-
forming household and work tasks such as cook· 
ing , budgeting, making household or car repairs, 
performing a job well, utilizing a musical or artis· 
tic talent , being a responsible parent, and so 
forth. Most of us feel more competent in some 
areas than others, yet all of these areas contrib· 
ute to how we feel about ourselves. 
Sense of control. Our sense of how much we 
control our lives contributes to how we feel 
about ourselves. Sometimes fate or chance seems 
to dictate our future . Feeling that you have some 
say in what happens to your life or to the lives 
of your children can help you feel good about 
yourself. Obviously, there are some things be· 
yond our control, including the weather or the 
day one gets paid. There are also some areas in 
which we can have an influence but lack total 
control, for example, the behavior of others. But 
you do have power over your own actions. By 
developing a sense of control about your own life 
and future , you can feel better about yourself. 
Moral worth. Our sense of well· being is partly 
determined by whether we feel that we behave 
in ethical or moral ways. Since birth, we have 
been taught standards of conduct and values. 
While we may revise some of these standards, 
we still hold ourselves accountable to act appro-
priately. When we go against what we feel is 
right and fair, we may diminish our good feelings 
about ourselves. Likewise, when we keep up 
good standards, we feel good. 
Worthiness of love and acceptance. Friends 
and family contribute to our sense of ourselves. 
They help us feel loved and respected, and these 
feelings remind us of our importance and our 
abilities. When people remind us of our 
strengths, we feel good about ourselves. When 
we frequently hear negative comments, we can 
forget about our capabilities. 
What About the Self-Esteem 
of Single Parents~ 
If you think about the factors that contribute 
to self·esteem, you' ll notice that new single par· 
ents face many threats to their sense of well· 
being. There may be numerous causes for feel-
ings of incompetence - too many demands, new 
activities that may be difficult to manage, feelings 
of inadequacy with regard to one's interpersonal 
relationships, and so on. A single parent may feel 
that he or she has very little control over life and 
the future . Fate may seem clearly in control of • 
your destiny. There may also be feelings that • 
standards of conduct and values have been tram· 
pled. And, of course, loss of a spouse may trig-
ger feelings that one is not loved or cared for. 
Considering all of these threats to self·esteem, 
it is not surprising that many single parents have 
a less than robust sense of self. But if you are 
experiencing these feelings, remember that they 
do not have to be permanent. Let's examine how 
you could boost your self·esteem. 
-Feeling Competent- How competent do you feel? Think 
about the physical, interpersonal, household, and employment 
aspects of your life. One of the first things you can do is to find 
out what your competencies are. 
(Use the following exercise to rate your sense of competence. Circle the number that best 
represents how you feel about you rself.) 
Not 
Very Competent Not 
Competent at All Applicable 
Physical 
1. Able to get enough rest 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
2. Able to get exercise 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
3. Able to relax 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
4. Other 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
Interpersonal 
1. Get along with ex-spouse 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
2. Get along with own parents 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
3. Get along with ex-in-laws 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
4. Get along with friends 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
5. Get along with children 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
6. Other 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
Household 
1. Prepare nutritious meals 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
2. Maintain house 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
3. Make household repairs 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
4. Manage the budget 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
5. Make car repairs 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
6. Maintain clothes 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
7. Other 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
Parental 
1. Manage children's behavior 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
2. Arrange child care 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
3. Deal with child care providers or teachers 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
4. Deal with child's feelings 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
5. Cope with visitation schedule 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
6. Other 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
Employment 
1. Meet deadlines 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
2. Perform duties 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
3. Manage relationships with superiors 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
4. Manage relationships with co-workers 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
5. Other 5 4 3 2 1 NA 
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"You have to constantly remind yourself that you're capable. 
There are days when it's tough to remind yourself of that. It 's 
just a constant struggle to remind yourself." 
After rating your sense of personal compe-
tence, you should have some idea about your 
areas of competence. Remember that this is a 
very general rating and many items are not men-
tioned. You probably have many more competen-
cies than are listed. You may want to start your 
own list of personal strengths. 
It is not surprising that some working single 
parents feel their greatest sense of competence 
at work. One parent said, " Work was my refuge 
from the storm, it kept me sane. I could go in 
every day and know that I can get my job done." 
For some parents, work is an area that may be 
the least vulnerable to disruption . Other parents 
find satisfaction in parenting. They say that it 
was their kids who helped them through the 
worst moments and who reminded them of the 
parents' importance. The point is that your areas 
of competence may give you strength. 
But what about the areas where you feel less 
competent? These are areas in which you may 
want to devote attention to building a sense of " I 
can do it." Many single parents take great pride 
in recalling some first steps toward compe-
tence - a refinished chair, a first trip by one's 
self, a new friend , a first car loan, a decision to 
move, and so on. Perhaps these seem trivial, but 
for each person these were first steps toward 
feeling more competent about some part of lives 
in which they had previously felt inadequate. 
Consider your own life . What new steps 
would you like to take towards feeling more 
competent? Don't try everything at once. Pick 
one item from your list in which you feel margin-
ally competent, a rating of 3 . Think about what 
you might do to increase your competence. 
In the physical area, think about a sleep, exer-
cise, relaxation, or nutrition program for yourself. 
In the interpersonal realm, plan some pleasant 
activities, or focus on the positive aspects of a 
relationship, or think of ways you can reduce 
conflict. Try sqme simple household task that 
you've never ot rarely done before. In parenting, 
you might think of new ways of working with 
your children or strategies for handling child care 
providers or teachers . For employment, you 
might begin planning your time or tasks, or think 
of ways to develop more positive working rela-
tionships with others. 
For further ideas , consult books at your library 
or bookstore , talk to friends and others who may 
be helpful, and seek out other informal educa-
tional opportunities through community colleges, 
the Cooperative Extension Service, and other 
places. Other issues in the Parenting On Your 
Own series also provide some useful suggestions. 
' 
• 
Developing a Personal 
Sense of Control 
Your growing sense of competence will con-
tribute to your feelings that you are in control of 
your life and future . As a first step towards in-
creasing your sense of personal control, you 
Frustrations, Obstacles, Difficulties 
might list some common frustrations, obstacles, 
or difficulties and then indicate those you control 
and those you don't . 
Have Much Control Have Some Control Have little or No Control 
Example: managing your time Example: child's behavior Example: pay day . .. the day you 
get paid 
As you look over your list ask yourself, 
" Have I been realistic? " Read all of the items in 
the column, Haue much control. Have you been 
exercising control over these aspects of your life? 
Why or why not? Look at the column, Haue little 
or no control. Have you been trying to change 
these activities? Pick one item in your list that 
you have to control and begin planning what you 
want to do. Begin taking some control today. 
Begin small. Plan something that can bring suc-
cess. Every week or two, try some new area . 
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" /like being a single parent; you 've got to look at it 
positively; you can't look at it negatively ... or you 'II go 
crazy." 
Feeling Morally 
or Ethically Sound 
This is a difficult area to discuss. If being a 
single parent challenges your values or principles 
of what a healthy family life should be, you will 
want to deal with your conscience and beliefs. 
You will not be able to ignore these. Consider 
why you have these values. You may want to 
seek the counsel of family and friends who can 
be supportive and encouraging. You may want to 
ask for guidance from clergy. 
Developing a Sense 
of Worthiness of Love 
All of us need to feel loved and accepted. 
Many single parents are quick to note that their 
children continually remind them of their impor-
tance and place in life . This will probably not 
always be enough, but it is certainly important. 
Developing a sense of worthiness may come 
from two directions, from both ourselves and oth-
ers. Each of us must learn to appreciate our-
selves. We need to occasionally review our 
strengths, abilities, or competencies. Too often 
we get caught up in what's wrong in our lives 
and fail to see what's right. Developing a positive 
outlook about ourselves doesn't come overnight, 
but it begins by focusing on the healthy, strong 
parts of ourselves , with some plans for building 
on these strengths. 
A complimentary process involves building a 
network of friends and family who provide emo-
tional support. Who are the people who help you 
feel good about yourself? Who gives you positive 
feedback? These people can remind you at your 
lowest moments that you are still loved and 
cared for. 
Learning to see your positive qualities and 
accepting the compliments of others does not 
imply selfishness. Rather, you develop a realistic 
acceptance of yourself as having a mixture of 
strengths and weaknesses and you understand 
that you are important and valuable . 
Summary 
It is perhaps too easy to make this all sound 
simple. Clearly, it is not. If you have experienced 
many hardships and setbacks, you will not wake 
up tomorrow with a new attitude. You can, how-
ever, begin rebuilding your feelings about your-
self. You can assess your competencies and real-
istically note your strengths. You can develop a 
sense of control about your future, manage your 
sense of moral worth , and accept the love and 
respect you richly deserve . 
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